Summary. Rabbit morulae were cultured in vitro for 4 days in a synthetic culture medium supplemented with two different lots of commercial bovine serum albumin (BSA) and two different amino acid formulations in a factorial 2\m=x\2 arrangement. One lot of BSA caused complete hatching of a proportion of blastocysts and formation of more than twice as many cells per blastocyst (hatched and unhatched) as that of the second BSA lot which did not cause complete hatching of any blastocysts. The mean cell numbers of hatched blastocysts were more than twice those of non-hatched blastocysts. There was no significant effect of amino acid formulation.
Introduction
In the presence of some samples of commercial bovine serum albumin (BSA) rabbit blastocysts in culture hatch from the zona (Kane, 1972; Maurer, 1978 ;  Kane & Headon, 1980) . In this laboratory we noticed that the blastocysts that hatch are those that appear to be growing most rapidly. To quantitate this effect the present study examined the relationship between blastocyst hatching and cell number in the presence of different lots of commercial BSA.
Materials and Methods

Embryos
New Zealand White does were induced to superovulate by treatment with FSH (twice daily s.e. injections for 3 days: 0-5 mg/injection) followed 1 day later by simultaneous injection of LH (0-5 mg, i.v.) (Kane, 1979) . The embryos from 3-4 rabbits collected on one day were pooled and then washed free of oviduct fluid with repeated changes of the flushing medium. They were placed in culture in 0-5 ml droplets of culture medium under paraffin liquid (Merck, ART. 7162) in tissue culture dishes. Culture dishes were maintained at 38°C under a gas phase of 5% C02 in air. Embryos were cultured for 4 days and the numbers of non-hatched blastocysts and hatched blastocysts were recorded. Blastocysts were stained according to the method of Grayson (1978) , first developed for mammalian oocytes. The method may be briefly described as follows.
Blastocysts in a small drop of medium were placed on a slide precoated with glycerine-albumin, then allowed to dry in air overnight. The air-dried slides were fixed in ethanol-acetic acid (2 :1 v/v) for 45 min, stained in aceto-orcein HC1 for 30 min, then dehydrated successively in 50%, 60%, 80% and 100% ethanol, cleared in xylene and mounted in mounting medium under a cover slip. The number of cells per blastocyst was counted under high power with the aid of an eyepiece micrometer grid.
Culture medium. The basic culture medium contained 108 mM-NaCl, 4-78 mM-KCl, 1-71 mMCaCl2.2H20, 119 mM-KH2P04, 119 mM-MgS04.7H20, 25 mM-NaHC03, 0-5 mM-sodium pyruvate, 1 mM-glucose, 100 units penicillin G/ml, 500 µg streptomycin sulphate/ml and the vitamins and trace elements of Hams FIO medium (Ham, 1963) . This medium was used with the amino acids of FIO medium or of Menezo's B2 medium (Menezo, 1976 Thirdly, it shows that hatching of rabbit blastocysts in culture is associated with an increase in cell number. This fact, plus evidence that hatching of blastocysts in culture is not dependent on protease action (Kane, 1983) , indicates that hatching of rabbit blastocysts in vitro is probably due to mechanical rupture of the zona and mucin coat (when one is present) by the growing blastocyst. In vivo the situation is clearly different in that blastocyst hatching does not occur. This is probably at least partly due to that fact that in utero the mucin coat laid down in the oviduct is added to by uterine secretion (Boving, 1957) . It has also been shown that extensive remodelling of the blastocyst coverings takes place in vivo (Denker & Gerdes, 1979) . There is evidence that in-vitro hatching is reduced by the presence of the mucin coat (Kane, 1975) . Photomicrographs of the hatching process and of completely hatched blastocysts formed in the presence of BSA in culture have already been published (Kane, 1972 (Kane, , 1975 Maurer, 1978) . 
